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Although he has not yet taken office, Venezuela's 44- year-old president-elect Hugo Chavez Frias
has been busy putting in place the foundations for his administration. In an important victory, he
has received the backing of the Corte Supreme de Justicia (CSJ) for a Constituent Assembly, the
cornerstone of his campaign. Elected by a sizeable majority more than 56% of the vote last Dec. 6,
Chavez immediately began political and diplomatic efforts in preparation for taking office Feb. 2
(see NotiSur, 12/11/98).
Since his election, Chavez has met with Presidents Fernando Henrique Cardoso of Brazil and Carlos
Saul Menem of Argentina. He also traveled to Europe and to Cuba. His trip to Havana coincided
with that of Colombian President Andres Pastrana. Both Chavez and Castro pledged their support
for Pastrana's efforts to end the decades-long guerrilla war. On returning from Havana, Chavez
praised Cuba. "In that country they take care of the children in the hospitals, while here they die
of hunger in the street," Chavez said during a ceremony in Caracas to mark the 28th anniversary
of the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS), one of several parties and political groups backing his
government.
In his last trip before taking office, Chavez traveled to the US, where until his election he had been
denied a visa because of his 1992 attempted coup. In Washington, Chavez met with US President
Bill Clinton, other administration officials, and members of the international financial community.
The charismatic Chavez seemed to win over Washington politicians. Chavez told Clinton he plans
to clean up Venezuela's public finances and reduce corruption. "I explained to him that we are on
a political fast-track to end corruption in Venezuela," Chavez said after the meeting with Clinton.
White House aides said Clinton expressed "broad support" for the direction Chavez was taking.

Cabinet is mostly in place
Chavez has announced most of his Cabinet appointments, including lawyer and journalist Jose
Vicente Rangel as Foreign Minister. Rangel ran unsuccessfully for president in 1973, 1978, and 1983,
and he served five terms in Congress. Chavez also announced that he would keep Finance Minister
Maritza Izaguirre, who assumed that post in the administration of President Rafael Caldera almost a
year ago.
In addition, Chavez has appointed journalist Alfredo Pena minister of the presidency; economist
Jorge Girordani to planning; Luis Miquilena, interior; Luis Reyes Reyes, urban development; and
Leopoldo Puchi, labor. Corte Suprema gives green light to referendum Chavez made the call for a
Constituent Assembly the centerpiece of his election campaign, saying Venezuela's 1961 constitution
no longer meets society's needs. He argues that a Constituent Assembly of about 100 elected
members not affiliated to political parties must overhaul Venezuela's political system. The assembly
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would work for about six months rewriting the Constitution. "The Constituent Assembly is the way
to make the revolution in Venezuela," said Chavez.
In writing a new constitution, the assembly will form a new "political and social model that we want,
less exclusive than we now have where 80% of the people live in poverty." The traditional parties,
Accion Democratica (AD) and COPEI, opposed a new Constitution. Chavez accused the parties of
wanting to hang on to the privileges that they have accumulated during the past 40 years.
The parties have admitted that they fear a Constituent Assembly will use its power to dissolve
Congress, which is almost the only area left in which they wield some influence. Chavez says he will
sign a presidential decree Feb. 15 for a referendum to gauge support for the Constituent Assembly.
If the assembly receives support in the referendum, it will be installed in June, to draft a new
constitution by the end of the year. On Jan. 19, the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) ruled in favor of
the convocation of a referendum. The vote by the three judges was unanimous and stipulated that
it is not necessary to pass a constitutional amendment to call a referendum, as some lawmakers had
held.
Shortly after the CSJ decision, the Consejo Nacional Electoral (CNE) announced that it would
begin preparations for carrying out the referendum and for an eventual election of delegates to
the Constituent Assembly. New Congress takes seats amid uncertain future Meanwhile, the new
Congress, elected Nov. 8, was installed Jan. 23, even though its members could lose their seats
before the end of the year (see NotiSur, 11/13/98). At the installation ceremonies, 207 deputies and
54 senators from 20 parties took the oath of office. For the first time in 40 years of democracy, the AD
once the country's largest political party was kept out of all top leadership positions in Congress.
Retired Col. Luis Alfonso Davila, a key figure in the failed 1992 coup attempt, was elected president
of the Senate. Davila is a member of the Polo Patriotico coalition that backed Chavez in December.
The Polo Patriotico is the largest force in Congress, controlling about one-third of the seats.
Henrique Capriles of COPEI was elected president of the House of Representatives, the youngest
person ever to hold that post. Although the AD was not elected to any leadership posts, it will still
have about 30% of the seats. COPEI has been relegated to third place in Congress, with 13% of the
seats.
On Jan. 26, in a joint session, Congress agreed to begin debate Feb. 3 on the constituent process.
Apparently after the CSJ ruling, representatives decided they were better off participating in
the process and possibly influencing it, rather than continuing to fight a losing battle. Political
uncertainty affects economic outlook Chavez still evokes concern in the business community.
The prospect of major political change has prompted "uncertainty, as well as great hopes
for the legal continuity necessary for private investment to progress," said Roberto Smith, a
telecommunications entrepreneur. "Foreign companies already in Venezuela will continue
functioning here and have peace of mind, knowing the government-elect will not be 'acting crazily.'
But new investors could wait a little longer, until the outlook becomes clearer."
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Chavez's designated foreign minister Rangel, the "political spokesperson" of the Cabinet, told the
business community that the political activity of the Constituent Assembly will not upset economic
activity. "What will happen in Venezuela is a political debate, which does not imply abandoning
economic duties," stressed Rangel in a meeting with executives from investor companies.
Carlos Sequera, former chairman of the Fedecamaras business group which organized the meeting,
said he has no qualms about the Constituent Assembly, "since it can give development a boost if
it rejects a bureaucratic state and makes government cheaper and more efficient, and if it brings
an opportunity to reduce the tiresome chain of permits that block the progress of private business
activities."
The president-elect has rejected "leftist" and "populist" labels, insisting that his economic policies
will follow the "third way" of British Prime Minister Tony Blair and President Clinton, favoring
social as well as economic balance. [Sources: Notimex, 01/08/99; The Miami Herald, 01/14/99; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 01/03/99, 01/05/99, 01/19/99; CNN, 01/18/99, 01/19/99; Inter Press Service,
01/18/99, 01/21/99; Associated Press, 01/23/99; Spanish news service EFE, 01/06/99, 01/10/99,
01/12/99, 01/21/99, 01/23/99, 01/26/99; Reuters, 01/15/99, 01/23/99, 01/27/99]
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